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By Kanika G    Dangerous Liasons
-------------------
 I have a weakness for the wrong type of man. The type who lives dangerously, on the edge of a cliff, thriving on adrenaline. Nothing wrong with that I supposed, but it's not good for me. I, who thrive on order and planning, often find myself magnetic.... ally attracted to the opposite kind, but I have learned the hard way that a relationship like that is too volatile.

 I have been heartbroken several times, and now I know better. This is where I come, when I need a reminder. This time it's Dave. He is new in the  neighborhood. We met last night, when we happened to be taking out the trash at the same time. We chatted. He has started up his own firm. It seems to be working well for him, but he is already jonesing for a new risk. White water rafting, bungee jumping, motorcycle racing, he has al.. ready tried these. but the rush never lasts. Next on his list is skydiving.

 I could feel the attraction pulsing through my body. The flirting came naturally. He has invited me over for dinner tonight. That's why I am here.

 This place reminds me , that some things are best appreciated from a safe distance. The enthralling beauty of this gorge for example is delightful, so long as you are not falling headlong in to it. 

 Well one dinner could do no harm could it? I'd be careful. He is my neighbor after  all. It would be rude not to go wouldn't it?

 Okay! I tell myself sternly, just one dinner and that's it. I get up to leave. Just then a gust of wind blows my hat over the ledge. Forgetting where I am, I stretch my hand out to get it and almost step off the cliff. I remember  Just in time to keep my balance and barely manage. That was close. I watch, still frozen in fear, as my hat falls to the depths of the gorge and disappears.

 "Okay, I get the message, no dinner. I'll find a police excuse." I shout out loud, still shaking in fright." The Evolutionary Twist -------------------  Vespa sat looking at the scenery. The late afternoon sunlight streaming through the trees cast an orange glow on everything. Yet, the river was bright blue. Vespa wondered if there could be any truth in what Granny had said. No, it was impossible. She must be turning senile.

 There were mythological tales about humans who intermarried and traveled across the globe serveral thousand years ago. But how was that possible? They were just silly stories to entertain babies. They had to be.

 Vespa knew she could not go to the Tustan industrial district, a mere 1000 miles away, or she would die of suffocation. The air there was almost gray with smoke, but the people there had evolved to tolerate it. Their noses were hairy and their chests were huge.

 They did not, however, have the blue tinge to their skin like Vespa's people did, and they could not drink water from the rvier Vespa was staring at. This particular river in the agrarian district of Laoseer, had a very high concentration of  Copper suplhate, from the pesticides used on the farmlands in the district. Vespa's people had evolved to be able to drink and bathe in the water without any severe consequences. They considered it beautiful.

 There were many such pockets of  people all over Earth, who had adapted to the local conditions. Some had a high tolerance for Sulphur dioxide, others for heavy metals, and still others for UV radiation where the ozone layer had a gaping hole. They communicated with each other electronically of  course, but visiting each other happened only in case of dire need, in proper protective gear. Living in a different territory was unfathomable.

 The idea that humans should have traveled frequently across the globle long time ago, seemed laughable.  Surely the ability of humans to travel could not regress. After all they were the masters of the planet, making every aspect of it bend to their will.

 And the mythological tales of intermarrying, why those were plain stupid. What if the baby inherited a  combination of genes that were not suitable for either territory? That was the most foolish thing Vespa had ever heard. Yup, Granny's age was definitely catching up to her.

 Vespa got up, it was getting late. Granny got crank if Vespa was late for dinner. Vespa ran northward along the river bank, hurrying to reach home. She was almost there when she tripped. As she tried to get up and catch her breath, she noticed what had caught her foot. She backed away and screamed. But no one was close enough to hear her. Retreating further, Vespa tried to calm herself dome.

 No! How was this possible? Who was this guy? Why was here here? Suddenly it occured to her that the man may be dead. She would have to check. The idea made her nauseous. Gingerly she stepped closer to him. That's  when she noticed the blue vomit a few feet behind the bush next to his body. Okay, so now she was pretty sure he had passed out. But he would need medical attention.

 How long has he been lying there, she wondered. Stupid man. But more importantly why was he in her  part of the world? She hunted around for clues and soon she found one. A shiny metal badge with the logo of the Global Association of Scientist (GAS)

 Oh, of course! They were having their annual conference at Laoseer this year and loads of specially   distilled water with artificially introduced minerals had been made for them. This one must have been exploring. Vespa rolled her eyes. The GAS people were terribly curious, and it oftenly landed them in trouble.

 Vespa rushed home and told Granny all about the man. Granny nodded gravely and then took out a bottle from the medicine cabinet. Together they returned to the unconcious man.

 "Where is he from, Granny?" Vespa asked. She had never seen one like him before.  "Hmm, let's see. Tall so probably from up north, but not quite lacking pigment, so somewhere from where the ozone is depleted, and oh my, small pox scabs. He is from Serabi, the only place where the small pox virus exists. It merged from the permafrost when it first melted long, long ago. The population was almost decimated, but the few that survived evolved to be able to fight it.

 Vespa looked at her grandma in awe. She did not understand what Granny was talking about, but Granny seemed to be far more knowledgeable than 
 she let on. Maybe she should find out more about those mythological tales before writing her off. 

 Granny had managed to get some of that medicine into the man's smelly mouth. Vespa was relieved Granny hadn't asked for any help. Then she  suddenly remembered. Granny used to be a nurse once upon a time. 

 The man was finally coming around. He was blinking. As he took in his surroundings, he looked scared. "Who are you? What happened to me?"

 "I am Vespa. This is my grandma. Are you capable of getting up and walking. Our house is just a hundred yards away. We can explain everything there." The man nodded and the trio walked to the nearby house a the border of a farm.

 "Our house is on our potato and spinach  farm." Vespa told the man as they entered the house. The man seemed to have run out of energy and collapsed on the couch.

 "Was what I ate poisonous? Am I going to die?" The man asked as though resigned to his fate.  "You are not going to die, but how can you be so stupid as to eat something unknown in a foreign land?" Granny scolded, "You are lucky that I used to be a nurse with some medical training in ancient remedies.

 "Oh my god! I need a bathroom." The man looked around  desperately scanning the room for signs of one.

 "Don't be such a drama queen. Go out in the fields and throw up. It's good fertilizer for the crops. I don't want to have to clean up your puke in my toilet."

 The man rushed out,  and Vespa and Granny could hear loud retching sounds. The man returned after a quarter of an hour with specs of blue vomit on his beard. There was some dry vomit stains on his forehead too from the time he had vomited before passing out. But he looked cheerful and a lot  less sick.

 "Great. Some of the poison should be out of your system an a tablet will take care of the rest. Now, go wash up there." Granny said clamping her nose with one and and pointing to the bathroom door with the other.
 
  At the sound of the tap being turned on, Granny shouted. "Don't drink any of that water. It will make things worse."

 A few minutes later the man returned dabbing his face with a white handkerchief. " Could you please explain what happened to me?" he asked,  "I thought it was safe to eat the fruits here. Don't you export them?" 

 "Yes. We export the ones we cultivate. But that doesn't mean you can just eat anything in the wild, you bungling moron."

 "But I saw one of the locals eating it from  his snack box at the conference." The man whined taking a sip of water from a bottle attached to his belt, to swallow a tablet Granny had handed him.

 "My goodness. You are a scientist. You know all about adaptation. Exercise some impulse control man. Curiosity is great but you are not a child."

 "So what were those?"

 "Those were blackberries." Vespa volunteered, grinning.

 "What's wrong with blackberries? And why were they blue?"  "Think about it man. Why are we blue?" Vespa snickered. It was fun to see Granny yelling at someone else for a change.

 "Oh! I see. They grow really close to the river. So they have a very high concentration of Copper Sulphate and you have developed a tolerance."

"Finally!" Granny threw up her hands. "Call yourself a scientist!" She muttered. Vespa giggled.

 "So what were the medicines you gave me?" The man asked.
  "The first medicine I gave you was a pungent smelling liquid designed to revive you and induce vomiting to get as much of the poison out as possible. But some of the copper suplhate may have already entered your bloodsteam. The tablet I gave you should neutralize any that reached you blood and spare you any long term harm." Granny explained contemptuously.

 "But you are all immune to the poison, right? So how come you keep such a tablet? I recall you mentioned something about ancient remedies. Can you  explain?" The man asked full of curiosity.

 Ah, he is clever, Vespa thought. He knows how to mollify Granny. This is her favorite subject.

 Granny's expression softened. "You see we did not develop our tolerance all at once. A long time ago, as the concentration of copper sulphate steadily iincreased in the water, our people started getting very sick. The doctors then concoted a medicine made of some plant extracts and minerals to deal with the symptoms and neutralize the excess copper sulphate, but  it only works for occasional exposure in small quantities. In the long term only those who had the appropriate genes survived and procreated, eventually resulting in a local population that has a high tolerance for Copper sulphate. Although we have a high tolerance for  Copper sulphate, the tolerance is not unlimited. Since we live so close to the river, I keep some medicine for those who over indulge on those berries."

 The man was taken aback. "What do you mean your people got scik? People here have always been able to tolerate higher concentration of copper sulphate. You don't actually believe all that stuff about ancient people traveling the globe and intermarrying, do you? That's just propoganda by the fundamentalists who want us to believe in some impossible utopia of the super humans of the ancient past so as to suppress progress."

 "And yet you escaped death, because of a medicine I gave you based on my beliefs." Granny remarked, her eyes flashing.

 "But your medicine may have been developed to deal with  copper sulphate poisoning among your people, like you said your tolerance is not unlimited. And then someone just added the silly story you told me." The man retored ignoring Granny's stony expression.

 Vespa thought Granny would throttle the young man. But her angry abruptly deflated and she sighed, "I hoped, as a scientist, you would be open to reason and unconventional ideas."

 "I would be, but you are just spouting the impossible magical nonsense those fundamentalists tell us."  "Am I? Do I sound like a fundamentalist?"

 "No, not exactly. But you are saying similar things."

 "You are a scientist. Shouldn't you have an open mind and analyse what I have to say and point out flaws in my theory if any, rather than dismissing  it because it has some commonality with what fundamentalists spout. After all crazy fundamentalist theories are often built on some garbled version of the truth."

 "Okay Granny. I'll listen. So what's your theory?"

 "My theory is that  people in different regions were not so different to start with. Anyone could live anywhere and yes, even inter-marry."

 "Why do you think that?"

 "Consider our biological differences that limit us to particular locations. They are not limitations imposed by nature. The river here for example, is full of copper sulphate from our pesticides, but there must have been a time when there wasn't too much pesticide in the river. Your people have depleted the ozone with various chemicals. But the ozone was probably not always depleted there as it is chemical waste that caused the depletion. The high concentration of carbon dioxide in Tustan comes from their industries, but it wasn't always so. We can assume this because the pecularities in atmosphere, ozone or water can be tied to human activites.

 "But if people could travel and intermarry, why would they give it up? It seems rediculous."

 "I don't believe they had a choice. I believe they polluted the environment to the extent that it was  making them very sick."

 "But why wouldn't they spot polluting the environment, if that were the case."

 "Because they became so dependent on their pesticides and technological comforts, they could not go back, even when they saw it was  costing them their lives."

 "I see. So what do you believe happened next?"

 "I believe that a large fraction of the population died out. But the small fraction that remained, stuck to their small localities and evolved to adapt to local conditions. But now again we are growing in numbers. We retained their technological progress so our development was more rapid than the first wave of civilization."

 "Hmm. There may be more evidence to support your theory. Recently, archaeologists have found an excess of fossils dating back to a few thousnad years ago and they are at a loss for explaining what caused such a carnage.

 "I am aware."

 "You are? How come?"

 "I am guessing I have read the same paper you have,"

 "You have read research papers in these fields?" The man seemed suprised.

 "Yes, of course I have. They are publicaly available to anyone who wants to read them. It's the one thing all localities  co-operate over. It's why you people have a conference every year.

 "I know that. I just did not realize you were doing real research. I thought you were, well crazy."

 Granny glared at him.

 "Why don't you tell me what led you to think along these lines?" The man continued.

 "I used to be a nurse. My curiosity led me to explore ancient remedies and from there history and ancient cultures. I was already familiar with evolutionary biology as a part of my nurses training. Sorting the information and ideas I had gathered from various fields so I put this theory together."

 "Okay, so I must admit that it seems like its an interesting idea. Why didn't you ever publish it?"

 "I wasn't exactly a scientist and it is  difficult for an outsider to get a journal to publish their theory, especially if it seems bizzare on the face of it. It also took me a while to convert ideas, intuition and strange connections between completely disconnected fields of study, into a coherent theory."  Vespa had been looking at Granny and then at the man and back, like she was watching some exciting tennis match. She had heard Granny mention her theories, but seeing that Vespa had no patience for them, she never went in to details. This was the first time she heard Granny present them  so logically and coherently.

 "Yes that would be difficult. I'll tell you what. Why don't you email your theories to me and I'll go through them in detail to check for any glaring issues. If all seems in order, I'll foward your research to an appropriate journal with my personal recommendation. If your theory can stand up to rigorous academic scrutiny, it may revolutionize the way we think about our past." The man extended his hand. "No matter what comes of this endeavor, it is a pleasure to have mad eyour acquaintance ma'am. My name is  Evertotan."

 Granny was tearing up and Vespa could not believe what she was hearing. "Not Ever--Everto-- totan Goulapitite, the fa-famous Phy-Physicist, are you?" Vespa stammered out in shock.  "The very same." He smiled and Vespa could see the resemblance to the pictures she had seen, except that the beard threw her off.

 There was a thud and Vespa turned around to see that Granny had fainted. She rushed to get the smelling salts from  Granny's ancient remedies kit. Together Dr. Goulapitite and Vespa managed to revive her, but perhaps it would have been kinder to leave her unconcious, until the physicist had left.

 "I called you a bungling moron." Granny was mortified. She hid her face in  her hands in shame.

 "It's okay Granny. I deserved it. Besides you did save my life. I owe you one. But I really think you may have an interesting theory here. It is not my field, so I can't be sure but it sounds logical to me and it seems like you are well informed. If I  can't find anything glaringly wrong with it, I will send it to the right people."

 Granny looked up, she had a hopeful expression of a child. "I can't believe it. After all these years of people calling me crazy," she shot Vespa an accusing look and Vespa was  smart enough to look contrite, "I have an actual chance of being taken seriously." Granny smiled and her eyes shone, 

 Vespa was thrilled for Granny. 

 "But Granny, didn't you ever consider a career in research instead of nursing?" Dr. Goulapitite asked.

 "I did young man. But 50 years ago it wasn't really an option for a woman, was it? One living in an agrarian district in particular." Granny raised her eyebrow and looked Dr. Goulapitite in the eye. 

 "No it wasn't."  Dr. Goulapitite conceded.

 Granny had shot up in Vespa's estimation from senile old lady to a genius. Vespa resolved to continue Granny's research. It did sound rather intriguing and Vespa had inherited, not just her grandma's high copper sulphate  tolerance, but also her creativity and insatiable thirst for knowledge...

END OF STORY


-------------> NEXT PAGE    The Dream Team
-------------------  Matt was exhilarated. After months of very hard work, the paper was finally finished. Just this morning, they had submitted it to Nature, and he was certain it would be accepted for publication. The results would revolutionize the way people thought about many-body physics.

 In fact, their professor, Phillip, had been so pleased with the paper, he had invited the entire group home for a celebration. As Matt entered Phillip's living room, his eyes searched for Emily. He rushed up to her, and they bumped fists. This achievement was a product of their partnership.

 In a few minutes all the group members had arrived. Phillip poured every one a glass of champagne and then called for a toast. "To Matt and Emily, the dream team." He said raising his  glass.

 "To Matt and Emily!" Everyone cheered, holding their glasses up.

 Matt and Emily were indeed a dream team. Matt came up with completely wacky ideas, that some how made sense. He did not just think outside of  the box, he simply did not realize a box existed, and perhaps for him, it did not. He was great at coming up with theories and seeing complex patterns.

 Emily was a wiz at numerics. Not matter how crazy Matt's ideas were, Emily could always figure out a numerical model to verify his results. They worked wonderfully as a team, coming up with novel theories and path breaking results. Emily's numerical analysis and models helped substantiate and lend credibility to Matt's revolutionary ideas, long before they could be  experimentally verified. Fate had brought these two together, and their partnership held a lot of promise.

 Matt had been a loner and preferred working alone. Yet Emily, a new graduate student in the group, had changed that, She had read one of his  papers and come up with a numerical model to verify it. She walked in to his hoffice, and introduced herself and presented her model.

 Matt was taken aback. No one had ever approached him so directly and talked with such ease. She did not seem to find him either odd, unapproachable, sullen, or intimidating, like most people did, or maybe she did not care. Soon they started working together on a regular basis.

 In this last project, Emily had not just verified his end result , but had helped him develop it. In the past, his abhorrence for numerical work, limited him creative yet relatively simple models that could be solved analytically. But with Emily's help, he could come up with more sophisticated theories. At each step Emily would so some numerical analysis to guide him in his thinking.

 They worked together for long hours, often in a state of heightened excitement, as they brain stormed together. Occasionally, Matt had felt a mild whiff of sexual tension developing between them. At times he felt an impulse to hug her, when they shared a small victory, but he had resisted. Their professional relationship was perfect and there was no reason to jeopardize it. Besides, he did not really know how she felt about him. 
 Matt was brooding in  a corner, as was his custom at all parties, when he felt a whack on his back. "Are you always so grumpy at parties?" Emily asked with a twinkle in her eye.

 So unusual was such an occurance, that Matt almost choked on a cocktail sausage he was munching. Emily laughed, and there it was, the mischievous expression that so enamored him. "Usually". He responded after he had managed to cough out the piece stuck in his throat.

 "Come on. I hear music. Let's go dance."

"Dance! Absolutely Not.  "Why not? Haven't you ever done it before?"

 "No."

 "Well then, all the more reason to give it a shot. Come on, Come on."

 She had caught hold of his arm and was leading him to the dance floor. Matt tried to resist, but how does one resist a fierce tornado, he wondered. Phillip was surprised to see Matt on the dance floor, but he and the other group members encouraged it. After a few minutes, Matt stopped feeling awkward and self concious, he enjoyed the dancing, and for  the rest of the party, participated in the chatting, joking, eating and drinking, lots of drinking. 

 Since the next day was a working day, everyone dispersed by 8:00 PM. Matt was feeling to pumped to work, As he sauntered home, wondering what to do next, Emily  caught up with him. "Hey I am too excited to work or read tonight. Do you want to come over and play Wii?"

 "Mm, yeah, sure." Matt enjoyed video games of all kinds and was pretty good with the Wii, but in Emily, he found a formidable opponet. They were  well matched and the tennis matches got highly competetive. Both Emily and Matt were concentrating hard, and Matt could feel the adrenaline rush through him.

 "At one point, after a well executed smash Matt exclaimed, "Take that sucker!"

  "Hey watch your language mister" Emily retorted.

 They looked at each other and laughed. They were sitting really close to each other on the couch.

 "You sound like my mother" Matt complained. "Do I now?" Emily raised on eye brow and looked in in the eye. 

 Matt felt a tingling sensation. "Perhaps not." He said looking down and holding her hand. He wondered if she would pull back, but she did not. So he looked back at her, and she looked  straight into his eyes. He held her gaze for a moment, and then leaned in and kissed her.

 With the potent cocktail of the alcohol and adrenaline coursing through his body, the night took a turn for the carnal. Good sense was long out of the window. And neither of them cared that they did not have condoms at hand.

 I am still some days away from ovulation Emily reasoned, and Matt, driven by lust beyond his control, hardley cared.
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